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POTENTIAL PATTERN

Improving Dental Hygiene Students’ Journal Writing
Susan H. Davide, MSEd
between theory and clinical practice. It is anticipated
that journaling will allow for the transition and connection of theory into clinical practice. The purpose of the
writing assignment is to assess students’ writing skills by
implementation of scaﬀolding prompts throughout the
journal writing process. Students should beneﬁt from
this approach and progress in critical thinking skills,
writing mechanics and overall grade improvement.
A literature review was conducted to determine how
and what types of writing skills were being taught in
dental hygiene curriculums. The search concluded articles on teaching writing skills in other allied health
ﬁelds, notably nursing. Nursing education utilizes
“reﬂective journaling” particularly in precept clinical
experiences. Faculty can review the journal and understand and evaluate the students’ clinical thinking
process.4 Dewey stated, “Reﬂective journaling alone is
educative,” adding that reﬂection is essential to learning
from experience, especially when situations are ill
deﬁned, multilayered, and complex.5 As with the dental
hygiene student clinician, who assesses a patient’s condition, gathers data, designs a treatment plan based on
patient needs, executes the plan, reviews obtained outcomes, reﬂects on the experience, answers the question
of what worked, what did not, and any unanticipated
occurrences. Reﬂection provides an excellent method
for students to analyze their care and expand their abilities to make clinical judgments.
In a study of bachelor of oral health students (equivalent to dental hygiene students) in Australia, students
were evaluated over a 12-month period to determine
the levels of reﬂection in their clinical reﬂective journals based on Boud’s 4 Rs of Reﬂection (review, react,
relate and respond).6 The results determined students
did improve and critically reﬂect over the time period
supporting the importance of critical reﬂective writing
to clinical and professional development.6 As with
nursing, the dental hygienist must possess written communication skills to be able to document patient care,
communicate across disciplines regarding a patient’s
treatment plan, develop and present educational information for patients in the community to perform successfully in the employment market.
In education, scaﬀolding refers to “a variety of
instructional techniques used to move students progressively toward stronger understanding and, ultimately,
greater independence in the learning process.”7 Teachers provide levels of support that help students reach
higher levels of comprehension and skill acquisition

During the introductory semester of treating patients, students are in need of assistance and guidance throughout the
assessment and treatment phases of patient care. As novice
learners, there is little to no prior knowledge on writing a
patient case study presentation. To assist and improve dental
hygiene student writing of patient case journals, a scaffold
assignment was created. Over the course of the semester
students were required to submit five patient case studies in
the form of a journal. Each journal had a writing focus with
specific directions for each along with a detailed rubric; the
final journal encompassing all writing foci. Students communicated with their clinic advisor via Blackboard and a continuous dialogue occurred with responses to questions and
constructive feedback. The goal of this assignment was to
improve writing skills and critical thinking skills of the student
dental hygienist. J Allied Health 2020; 49(3):e139–e144.

THE PROCESS OF REFLECTION in higher education
can take many forms and be implemented in diﬀerent
ways. Writing papers, questionnaires, workshops, exams,
on-line discussion groups and journals have all been used
to encourage college students to take ownership of their
knowledge and make connections between theory and
practice of their studies.1 Journal writing is one of several
writing techniques employed by faculty to increase writing skills of college students. Maimon et al. describe journals as “the best way to create thinking space.”2 Journal
writing is commonly used in many dental hygiene programs and allows students to reﬂect upon their experiences as novice clinicians in written form.3
First year dental hygiene students are introduced to
the basics of the dental hygiene process of care throughout the semester while transitioning into patient care in
the clinic. These sessions provide students with the
opportunity to practice patient care and discuss treatment modalities and concerns in real-life practice. Each
case contains knowledge-based testing, as well as decision-making questions and fosters an appreciation
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TABLE 1. Journal Writing Scaffolding Criteria for Case Study
Purpose: This case study measures students’ critical thinking in relationship to a patient treated in clinic. The assignment requires the student to
assess the patient needs, diagnose the patient needs based on the assessment examination, plan a series of appointments, implement the care and
evaluate the total treatment. Students should be able to draw conclusions as to reasons for patient care success or failure and what future treatment should be planned.
Audience: Dental professionals including but not limited to dental hygienists and dentists. There will be a continuous open dialogue between the
student and clinic advisor upon the submission of each journal. Advisor will read journal entry, comment and ask for any additional information to
enhance the student’s understanding and comprehension of the case study.
Focus: Using the Journal Entry Guideline, each journal will have a specific writing focus.
Guidelines: Demographics, Medical History, Oral Pathology (Extra and Intra Oral Findings), Dentition, Periodontal, Oral Hygiene, Radiographs,
Other Findings, Treatment Management, Reflection.
Journal 1: Content & Purpose for Writing and Format
All sections are present and clearly labeled; each section contains all the appropriate information. Understanding of context, audience and
purpose that is responsive to the assignment.
Journal 2: Language
Sentence structure and mechanics; good to excellent command of language and professional terminology. Skillfully communicates meaning to
reader with clarity and fluency.
Journal 3: Communication
Thoughts are carefully organized and allow reader to easily follow all the concerns/issues addressed; no lapses in logic and clarity; thoughts are
clearly expressed.
Journal 4: Analysis/Synthesis & Supporting Evidence
Performs a thorough analysis: all important results/concerns are clearly identified and motivated. Personal comments and observations demonstrate a true understanding of the topic. Provides examples to support their findings.
Journal 5: Evaluation Exam
Using the guidelines and additional questions specifically for this evaluation process, incorporating all the writing focuses.

that enable them to achieve the goals. Like physical
scaﬀolding, the supportive strategies may be incrementally removed as the writing skill develops, and gradually shifting more responsibility over the learning
process to the student.8
Scaﬀolding can be used in all disciplines to enhance
learning and can be built into assignments. A strategy
for addressing the need for goal-directed practice is
imperative.9 Using a rubric, which are a set of listed criteria with indicated levels of achievement used to
assess/grade a student’s work, building multiple opportunities for practice, set expectations, give exemplars,
and provide feedback and opportunity for students to
incorporate used feedback into subsequent work.9

Methods
This study was approved as exempt by the City University of New York’s University Integrated Review Board,
File #2019-0332. The journal scaﬀold assignment was
designed based on a college-wide endorsement of Writing
Across the Curriculum (WAC). (Table 1) WAC dates back
to the 1970s and believes that writing instruction is not
a transient need totally met in English composition
classes.10 Incorporating the concepts of WAC into all
disciplines provides continuous advanced writing in
various courses, speciﬁcally allied health professions, to
achieve competence in clinically relevant writing assigne140

ments; to demonstrate critical thinking skills, both
verbal and written; and to encourage the incorporation
of evidence into clinical practice.11,12 The assignment
was introduced in the second semester course: Principles
of Dental Hygiene Care II. The student has successfully
completed pre-clinic and now transitions into patient
treatment in the school’s public dental hygiene clinic.
The assignment explaining the journal template, grading rubric and an example of a written journal are
reviewed and discussed during the lecture portion of the
course as well as posted on the course’s digital platform,
Blackboard, used by the college. Students are required to
submit ﬁve journals and on patient treatment cases completed. Each student is assigned a clinical advisor who
monitors the clinical progress of the student and is
responsible to read and evaluate the student’s on-line
journal submissions. Through the use of written feedback, faculty respond and further guides the student to
use critical thinking skills about their patient care process
by asking questions or comments requiring the student
to respond to in eﬀort to facilitate comprehension and
learning. The ﬁnal journal (Journal 5) includes a patient
whose case involves an observed prevention care evaluation exam. This evaluation carefully monitors the clinician’s ability to objectively assess their patient’s oral
hygiene status and formulate a self-care plan suitable to
the patient’s needs, then reassess and revise the care plan
as needed at a secondary appointment.
DAVIDE, Improving Dental Hygiene Students’ Journal Writing

TABLE 2. Journal Entry Guideline
Demographics

Patient initials, age, case/type, new or recare patient

Assessment

Medical/dental history, vital signs, ASA, systemic conditions, current medications

Pathology

Extra and intra oral findings

Dentition

Angle’s classification, overjet, overbite, anomalies, caries

Periodontal

Case type, probing depths, recession, bleeding upon probing, gingival statement

Deposits / Oral Hygiene

Calculus amount, initial and revisit biofilm/plaque index scores, statement of planned oral hygiene interventions
based on findings

Radiographs

History and needs assessment: type, rationale, interpretation

Treatment Management

Statement of proposed treatment plan, clinical treatment provided.
Medical, social or psychological factors impacting treatment;
Selfcare goals and physiotherapeutic aid(s) recommended with rationale; patient’s response to interventions; patient’s
interest in their oral heath during treatment;
Description of changes in patient’s gingiva from initial visit to completion;
Additional interventions or revisions during treatment phase;
Referral rationale; post-treatment consideration to treatment provided.

Reflection

1. Did you accomplish the treatment plan; both educationally and mechanically, for this patient?
2. Reflecting on your clinical treatment and instructor feedback, identify what you feel was a clinical strength or a
positive experience which may have occurred during the care of this patient.
3. Reflecting on your clinical treatment and instructor feedback, identify what you feel was a clinical weakness or a
negative experience which may have occurred during the care of this patient.

The ﬁrst-year course coordinators participated in
WAC workshops prior to implementing a scaﬀolding
format that aligned with the journal assignment to assist
students in developing their writing skills and ultimately
cultivate their critical thinking and writing skills. Each
journal focuses on a speciﬁc writing aspect and include:
context and purpose, format, language, communication,
analysis/synthesis and supporting evidence.
Context and Purpose for Writing and Format
The purpose of these writing assignments is to assess
the student’s ability to devise a patient care plan accordingly and to assess the student’s competency in providing patient self-care education appropriate for the
patient. These case studies measure students’ critical
thinking skills in relationship to patient care. The
assignment requires students to assess the patient
needs, diagnose the patient needs based on the assessment examination, plan a series of appointments,
implement the care plan and evaluate the total treatment. Ultimately, students should be able to draw conclusions as to reasons for patient success or failure and
what future treatment should be planned.
A journal entry guideline is provided to students
with nine sections, which are required in the writing
process. (Table 2) It constitutes both formal and informal exploratory writing activities in the form of ﬁve
writing journals. These are written and submitted electronically in the discussion board postings on Blackboard and there is an open dialogue between the student and instructor that remains continuous as need be
or until the instructor feels all areas of the guidelines
Journal of Allied Health, Fall 2020, Vol 49, No 3

have been adequately completed. It is an opportunity to
assist and guide students to make connections between
theory and experience and reﬂect on their clinical experience. Speciﬁc inquiry questions are included, such as:
In hindsight would you have changed any part of your treatment plan or patient education plan? Was your home care
plan successful? Explain in detail.
Language
Written dental terminology is emphasized as per this is
read by professionals as a case presentation. Students
are encouraged to write and save their journal entries
on a Word document that assists with grammar, sentence structure and spell check.
Communication
The journal entry guideline provides a chronological
format that enables the student to articulate thoughts,
maintains organization of the document and facilitates
focus and ﬂuency in writing. Again, there is a constant
dialogue that allows the instructor to comment and ask
questions to gather additional information, and also an
opportunity for the student to respond and/or ask
questions.
Analysis/Synthesis and Supporting Evidence
These micro theme journal-writing assignments are
intended to help students learn important concepts of
the overall patient care. Students are encouraged to provide examples to support their ﬁndings. This may
include application (treatment phase) of didactic infore141

FIGURE 1. Average student journal grades (n=69).

mation into the clinical lab setting and/or the identiﬁcation (assessment phase) of information learned didactically. For example: “Patient exhibited moderate gingival
inﬂammation and bleeding on probing generalized interproximally; papillae erythematous and bulbous. Probing depths
interproximally ranged from 4–5 mm. Following proper ﬂossing instruction at the initial visit (patient was not ﬂossing correctly), at the second visit there was evidence of less/minimal
bleeding upon probing and the interproximal papillae was less
bulbous; even the patient noticed the diﬀerence and I was
thrilled to see the improvement and that I made a positive
impact on my patient’s oral hygiene. The patient never ﬂossed
below the contact and following my instruction and justiﬁcation
for the need to go below the gumline, now understands the
importance and not only feels a diﬀerence but sees a diﬀerence.”
The College’s General Education (GenEd) Committee in conjunction with the College’s Assessment Committee designed the rubric the clinic advisor employed
for grading. (Table 3) The assignment was reviewed utilizing content validity testing during one of the WAC
workshops. A calibration meeting was conducted with
the faculty evaluating these journals for maximum interrater reliability. Literature provided evidence that grading of journals should not be the focus but rather the
student’s clinical judgment development. Nevertheless,
with a very diverse student population, rubrics allow the
dissemination of information for language that is understood by both faculty instructors and students, setting
guiding principles for students to work towards.13

Results
Data was collected and analyzed from student grades registered in the spring semester’s dental hygiene course
titled: DEN 1200/1200L–Principles of Dental Hygiene Care II
(N=69). Results of the dental hygiene scaﬀolding writing
assignment concluded that all of the students met the
minimum requirement of the passing grade (75%) for each
journal. The lowest average grade was observed for Journal 4–Analysis/Synthesis, which is the most complex of
the ﬁve journals, requiring critical thinking skills to thore142

oughly connect between patient care observations, results
and inferences from the student. The highest average
grade was observed for Journal 1—Format/Content/
Purpose, which follows standardized format and given
instructions. The results for Journal 2—Language, speak
to our very diverse student population in which many are
English as a Second Language (ESL) students and struggle
with writing skills in addition to using terminology that is
standard in allied health professional. ESL students are
continuously encouraged to visit the college’s Learning
Center for Students that oﬀers free services to assist them
with their written work enabling revisions prior to ﬁnal
submission. No limitations were observed, however, if the
scaﬀolding assignment continues to be implemented in
the coursework then a longitudinal retrospective study
may be useful to compare and contrast journal grade
results from each cohort class. Overall, the journal grades
were reﬂective of the scaﬀolding assignment’s step-by-step
approach; both students and instructors found this
process very useful and beneﬁcial to strengthen and
improve students’ patient case presentation writing and
critical thinking skills (Figure 1).

Conclusions
Proﬁcient writing skills are a necessary component for
any allied health care professional, not just dental
hygienists, to function productively in the workplace
environment. Patient ﬁles/records are legal documents
and may be called upon in other professional disciplines and must be accurate, legible, and intelligible. We
do a disservice to our students if we do not attempt to
give them a well-rounded education incorporating general education principles and competencies in our
courses. Writing skills should begin in the ﬁrst semester
and continue and build throughout each clinical section in an eﬀort to broaden and develop critical reﬂective skills as the students encounter more involved
patient case types. Every clinical course should attempt
to incorporate a writing skills technique assignment
that supports continuous writing components to furDAVIDE, Improving Dental Hygiene Students’ Journal Writing

TABLE 3. College Wide Writing Rubric
Performance
Criteria

POINTS
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
0
1
2
3
No Proficiency
Some Proficiency
Proficiency
High Proficiency

Content &
Purpose
for Writing

Minimal attention to context,
audience, purpose and to the
assigned task(s).

Some evidence of awareness
to context, audience, purpose
and the assigned task(s);
begins to show awareness
of audience’s perceptions.

Adequate consideration of
context, audience, and
purpose with a focus on the
assigned task(s).

Thorough understanding of
context, audience, and purpose
that is responsible to the
assigned task(s).

Format

Does not adhere to standardized format or given instructions; does not include all
sections required; handwritten/sloppy in appearance.

Minimally follows the standardized format or given i
nstructions; some sense of
organization and structure;
contains all sections, but the
content within each section
is not appropriate.

Mostly follows the standardized format or given
instructions; contains all
sections, whose content is
generally correct; minor
edits are required.

Accurately follows the standardized format or given
instructions; all sections are
present and clearly labelled;
each section contains all of the
appropriate information.

Language

Numerous errors in spelling,
grammar, verb tense and
punctuation; numerous fragmented sentences; extremely
limited vocabulary use of
language impedes meaning
because of errors in usage.

Several instances of grammatical errors and demonstrates a lack of editing; sentence structure is simplistic;
although there are errors,
uses language that conveys
meaning to readers.

Few errors in spelling, grammar, verb tense and punctuation; sentence structure is generally correct although still
simplistic; generally straightforward language that conveys
meaning to the readers.

Very few errors in sentence
structure and mechanics;
exhibits good to excellent
command of language and professional terminology; sentences are complex and vocabulary is sophisticated; skillfully
communicates meaning to
readers with clarity and fluency.

Communication

Does not articulate thoughts
or ideas; organization of the
document is not clear enough
for reader to follow; lacks
focus and fluency in writing.

Thoughts are expressed using
vague language; attempts to
convey main ideas of the
paper but lacks focus and
fluency; overall document is
somewhat confusing.

Thoughts are organized and
the main ideas are exposed,
but some connections are
not clearly supported by the
written text; topic presented
is clear with minor lapses.

Thoughts are carefully organized and allows reader to easily
follow; no lapses in logic or
clarity; thoughts are clearly
expressed with focus and
fluency.

Analysis/Synthesis

Demonstrates little understanding of the important
data/content that should be
presented; comments are
superficial or not related to
the main topic discussed;
does not identify significant
findings; analysis of important points is lacking.

Statement of important
results/content is incomplete;
some personal comments are
present but not particularly
relevant for the discussion;
identifies the critical elements
but does not demonstrate
an accurate comprehension
of the concept; analysis
of important points is
incoherent and/or incomplete.

Statement of the important
results are clear and complete
but may include too much
information or information
that is not relevant; analysis
of important points is wellthought-out but lacks a few
important points; relevant
comments or real world
connections are included.

Successfully performed a
thorough analysis; all important
results are clearly identified and
motivated; presence of significant personal comments and
observations prove a real
understanding of the topic.

Supporting
Evidence

Does not attempt to use
sources to support ideas in
the writing or provides
inappropriate sources.

Demonstrates an attempt to
use credible and/or relevant
sources to support ideas that
are appropriate for the discipline and genre of the writing.

Demonstrates consistent use
of credible, relevant sources
to support ideas that are
situated within the discipline
and genre of the writing.

Demonstrates skillful use of the
high-quality, credible, relevant
sources to develop ideas that
are appropriate for the discipline and genre of the writing.

Adapted from Spring 2012 Gen Ed Assessment.
Grading: 18/18 = 100 16/18 = 88 14/18 = 77 12/18 = 66 10/18 = 55
17/18 = 94
15/18 = 83 13/18 = 72 11/18 = 61
9/18 = 50
Passing Grade = 75 %
Grade: ________

ther enable students’ critical skill thinking, and scaffolding is an eﬀective concept to include in an assignment that beneﬁts student writing.
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